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ABSTRACT
This study examines certain differences in
attribution of causation regarding a child's performance between
parents and teachers. The study attempts to examine the process
through which teachers! and parents' biases regarding a child are
developed and the group differences between the biases. Nine
upper-elenentary grade teachers assigned equal numbers of children
from their own classrooms to three performance categories: Tow
Performance, Moderate Performance, and High Performamnce. A child's
teacher and his or her parent (usually nothex} then completed
structured and open—ended questions regarding the reacsons why the
child performed as he or she did. Results showed that while teachers
clearly distinguished differences in causative factors in the
different performance conditions, parents of children in different
conditions did not significantly differ in their ratings omn each
factor. Teaching was rated as more important by parents in all three
conditions than by teachers. {Author/W¥WSK)
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This scudy examines certain differences in attributicn of causation

regarding a child's performance bevween parents and teschers, Parent-teacher
relationships and attitudes remain in ares sbout which lLittle sciuntitic_
investigation 1is céntered. Yet,:parent's attitudes toward educational

establishment may affect children's motivations! level and, thus, the child's

performance. The literature also sugzests that teascher’s accitudes toward

and expectations about a child may affect his academic performance and his

_long-range intellectual potential (Rosenthal and Jacobson, 1966). Other

& child's successful

studies have shown that teachers accept credit for

performance, but may avoid blame for a& child's fajlures (Beckman, 1970,

Johnson, Feigenbaunm and Weiby, 1964). However, under ceriain conditions

teacher's may be likely to show anti-defemnsive attributions, i.e., to attribute

both the c¢hild's failure and success to themselves (Beckman, In press),

Jwhile msny studies have examined the process by which teachers attribute
causality for a child's performance, studies of parent's attributions regarding
'

their own children are conspicuously absent. If it is indeed true that teachers
and parents' pervception and biases regarding a child can affect a child's
future performance, then it is necessary to examine the process through which

such biases ave developed and the differences between teachers' and parents'

biases. )
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The social-psychological position upon which this study is based (Heider,
1958) agsumes that when man perceives the occurrence of an event within his
1ifespace, he searches for the causal locus of that event. He may attribute
the event internally to self or extermally to the environment (e.g., the teaéher

may .attribute the child's performance interunally to his/her own teaching or

externally to the child or situational demands)., In either case, casual

attribution is greatly influenced by a force toward consistency among a person's
many cognitions and beliefs. Although veridical ihterpretation of causal
relationships usually hélps adaptaticn and survival in the environmentz, the
force towardvconsistency among a persons many beiiefs and attitudes can

Create situatiéns in which misattribution of the cause of a new event is
adaptive for the individual. Biased attributiocn is sometimes-consonant with

a person's perception of himself and his world,

It was»hypotheSized that biases, errors snd illusions is attributional
processes may sometimes occur énd that causal attribution is influenced by the
magnitude and directinn of the afféctive consequences of an event. Just as
forces toward self-protective and self-enhancing attribution exist in ;he
classrooms, so too do such forces exist in the home. Just as teachers may have
certain characfe:istic ego~protective modes of attribution, so too ma§ parents
have certain attributional biases,

In general, one would expect parents and teachers to have dissimilar
biases in attribﬁtion. If a child is performing poorly and situaticnal factors
are minimal, it will be difficult to displace blame onto situational or chk-
ground factors. _Here, the teacher migﬁt tend to blame Johﬁny or his family

.

for failure. On the other hand, the parent will not. conscicusly want to admit
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that the child has failed. There%ore, if situational factors, (e.g., he was i1l)
cannot be blamed fér the child's failu;e, the parent may see the teacher and

her poor instruction as responsible., The characteristic ego-protective modes

of attribution of both teachers and parents may provide an explanation of

sources of conflict between parent and teachers,

Methodology

gubjecté; Fourty~nine parents and nine teachers of 4th, Sth, and 6th
grade upper eclementary students participated in the study. Parents were divided
into three groups: parents with children above average in scadewmic performance
(N=22), parents with children average in academic performance {(N= 16), and
parents with children below average in academic performsnce (N= 11). The teacher
group was éomposed of all nine upper-elementary ;eachers from one elementary
school in a moderately sized_city school districg.in southern California.
The school itself was combosed mainly of children of lower middle class and
some working class homes. Apprdximately 40 percent of the students were from
minority group families (i.e. Mexican American or Black). The school district's
grading systems required teacher's to rate children separately on progress
(i.e., improvement in achievement), performance in relation to grade level
and effort. Bi—yeariy parent~teacher conferences were stresse&; they were held
at the énd of the first and third quarters while report cards were issucd
at the close of the second and fourth quarters.

Procedures: Children within each class were divided into average, above
average and below average achievers by their respesctive teachers. Specifically

teachers were asked to list the childrexn in their classes who fell into the

-3-



‘following extreme groups in periormance (achievement) level: tob 10'percent
of studeﬁts, middle 10 percent~3f étudents, 1owes§ 10 percent of students,
They were ésked to include name of studencs, even if tﬁey bélieved that
the pafents would be unwilling te psfticfpa:a in the study, Eachvteacher

| .

could list up to four children in each pevformance catepory.

An attempt then was wade to.paiy each teacher with thyee parents of

children from each of vhe achievement groups, A note from the school principal
was sent to all pavents falling into esach performance catugory (2 in each
classroom, 3 in each achievement category) requasting their participaticn in

the study. Parents were told that the projeect’s asim was to give educators o’

‘

‘better understandiug of psvent~ibeacher relationsbips in the hope that methods

erpersonal relationships and

i

could be developed which would creace better in
rapport between parents and teachevs, Pareats were asked to sign a couasent

form indicating their willingness (or unwillingness) to participate in the

study. ALL of the 81 parenits countacted returned the forms, However, 21 of

5,

the parents completing the forms refused o participate in the study. Thus, -

P,

the total refusal rate of parents aqualled approximately 25 percent, However,

-

parents of children in the low achievement category were more likely to refuse
to participate then were parents with children in the twe nhigher performance
categories. Thus not only was the final humbar of parents in each of the

three categories unequal, but also more parents of low performers were.eliminated

from the final data analysis than pareats of high performers.. .

A1l parents agreeing te dartic

i

pate in the study were mailed the research

V. -

questionnaire along with a letter asking them to retuvn ic in a preaddressed

Y wlpen
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- stamped envelepe before their .next coafersnce with the teacher. Teacher

quesfionnai%es were placed in teachers ' ma%l boxes at the school and their

return teo the school Jdﬁiﬁistrétive office was requested. Teachers were asked.
to Comélete quegtionnaifé$ on ail children whose‘parents had agreed Eo‘parti~
cipate iﬂ the/study. All teachers complefed the 5~9 qucst@onnairés given to

them: 49cf the 60 parents agreeing to paviicipate completed their questionnaires

and returned them. In addition te the2 questionnaires, data were collected

from observation and coding of the parent-teacher conferences and examinalion

of the students’ cumulartive records. - However, only the questiconnaire data are

reported in the pregent paper.

Questionnaires: Parent aud tescher gquestjonnaires contained parallel
. N - _ . ‘
question~ regarding perceptions of causaliry, Subjects were encouraged to

answer all questions even if unsure of his or her answer. BRoth parent and

teacher questionnaires asked structured questions regarding the importance of

o~

a number of factors in determining the child's overall school performance and

[N

performance in specific subjects (reading and mathematics) the last report

.

card period and: open-ended questions regarding why the child performed the way

that he or she did and réceived the grades that he or she did, The list of

factors on the questions included child®s ability, child's motiVatioﬁ,'ﬁeacher's
teaching, mother's influence, father's influence,_?eer influence and che?_
feésonﬁ {such aé’cﬁiid‘s @11néés.or probléms in the faﬁily). Each of theéé
facto%s was rated'on.a five«point scale ranging from ”Of No:Imﬁo;tance” to
ﬁVery Impo;tgnﬁ”. { |
Resuits
0f the 60 pérénts égreeing to participate in the stugy, 49 actﬁélly

returned the quéestionnaires. Parents of low-performing children were



I
1eés iikely\to ~gree to'?articipate or Lo fgturn the qués;ionnaire§ as. is
evidenced by only half ss many usﬁable quesﬁioﬁnaires from parents Ff
low (performance) children as from parents. of high (pkrformance)childrcn,
‘.(X%:,4.47, p<.05), Thi§ differeﬁce may suggestlthat parents of low'achie§ers
eithéf are nof as interested.in théir child's school acgiQities or are more
threatened by.&he éituatiqn fh;ﬁ'ar&vparents of high*ééhiéveré. Althoggh'
parents were asked to indicate which one completed the quescionnaire, the
fbrﬁ did noﬁ specify which parent sﬂauld complete it, Hawevér, in no case
did the father complete the questiohnaire alone. In approxiﬁately 20
percent of the cases parerntcs indicatéd that they eaéh pa;ticipated ;n completion
of the-éuestionnaire. . . ~
Fifty-seven of ghe 60 teacher questionnaires returnad contained usable
. ’ ‘p . ) ' .
data. Thus,.for some children data was avalilable from teachers only and for
soée children daﬁq vas available only from parvents. Also, teachers r.ted from -
4 -9 students each,lwhile each parentarated only his or her own child., Un-~ |
Eorfunately in the gnalysis it was impossible to conktrol for the variance due
to.the various teacher styles in ansvering the questionnaires beca@se in =
feﬁ cases thérq was no paren& data fér a'particular performance éategory ina -.
particulay classroom {i.e., teachgr). However, since teachers did compleée.
approxiﬁately equal numbers of questionnaires in each ﬁerfoimgnce caﬁegory}
difference s among teachers should not sttématically biés the data obtained,
Because pf_the small and uuequal_N's:invqlved, daEa were analyzed two
ways. When'parents and ﬁeaéhers were compared on specific categories oﬁlyi
cases for whicﬁ both parent and teacher cuestionnaires were évailabie were
irncluded, However, when only tea;her's'(Or,éély,parents*)‘responsés in
_5;fferent categories were compared, means were coﬁputed iﬁ two.wayS: 1).oply

;ases where parent (or teacher) data were available and 2) all cases. Since

ERIC
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differences between these means were minimal, all teacher cases (or all
parent cases) were used in computation of differences,
Answers to open-ended questions regarding why the child performed

as he or she did and received the grades he or she did were coded into the

following main categories: a) child's ability, b) cbild's motivation, c)

child's attention, d) child's attitude, e) child's participation, ) teacher
characteristics, g) parent characteristics, and h) difficulty of the

gituation, Chi squares revealed that the only significant differences

. between pavents and teachers were thal in all three performance conditions,
- particularly the moderate and high conditions, parents were more likely théan
teachers to mention teaching as a factor which influenced the child's

per formance (X2= 6.38, p<.02). Differences between performance conditions

for parents (and for ‘teachers) wafe not sigﬁificani,

Analysis 6f'data from the structured questions revealed that while
téaChers discing?ished begween factors affecting-perforﬁance in the different
achieyemenﬁ conditions . parents in-the three éerformance conditions in no
case signifiCQntly differentiated between ca;ual'factors; Apility was ra;edv
as a more ihportant caqsal factor by teachers for the high achievement
children (t=2.42, E,(«OS) than fof.the Llow achie&eﬁmnt children. AOWﬁ

teaching was counsidered more important in determining thé high achieving

children's performance than in determining the low achieving children's

per formance {t=15.67, .. 0L)., Mother's influsnce was rated by teachers zs
a less significant factor affecting performance for low achievement children

than for high achievement children (£=3.,14, p <.01) or moderate achievement

.children'(g;:2.075 p K.05). Father's influence was rated less important

by teachers of low performance children than for the moderate performance
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‘of an ego-defensive bias on the part of teachers, : ]

(£=2.13, p <.05) or high performance children (£=2.93, E_{.Ol).
. , |

The same trend applied for other children's (peers) influence (Low vs.
High ?erformanée £=4.23, pg.0l; Low vs.'Moderate’Performance, £F=2;35,

p <.05). Other reasons (a category which included poor health of the child or

r

parent or other severe family probiems) was, considered by teachers to be nucnh

;
i

more likely to affect fhe low achieving chilﬂren'é performance then the high
/ k

acﬁieveﬁent children's pérformance (Ej=3.05,/ét(,01)‘5f the modetatei& achieving
children's pergbrmance (£=3.21, p£.01). Thus, the patte¥n which emerges

for teacherg.is for most causal factars.fo.be rated as moée fmportant in
déterminiﬁg high achieving and average achieving children's performance than

in deteymining the low achieving chiidren‘s per formance,

When parent aﬁd teacher scoreg are compared for only those rases where'
dats on botﬁ is ayailable, the only significant difference iy a teﬁdency for
parents Qith cﬁi%dren in two of the three performance conditions to rate
teachiﬁg‘as a more impor;ant causgtive factor in determining performwance th@n
do teachers themselves (Low achievenent t=4.59, p<.0l; Moderate achievement

£=4.0b, p.Cl; High achievement, t=1.43, p<&,10). .1t should be noted that

the differences in mean scores between parents and teachers are greatest for

.the low performance children (3.2 for parents and 1.8 for teachers vs, 3.3

for parents and 2.9 for teachers for high performers) which may be an indication

!

Discussion
Parents with children in different berformance_categories appear not to
differ in attribution of causality, wliile teachers differentially attribute

;mportance to variqus causal factors for the different performance level

i
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children, Generallf,\causal factors (e.g., child's ability, teaching) were
rated by téachers as more important in determining high or moderate performaﬁce
than in determining low performance. The striking exceptidq-to this trend is .
“OtherbReasons“ (e.g., health). 'Here,1ow achieving children's performance is
more greatly influenced by such factors than tﬂe performance éf the moderate -
or high achieving children, Thesg results may indicate, as in the previous
Beclkman study, (1970), that teéchérs tend to displace blame for the low per-
fofmance of a child onto situational factors or the eﬁternal euvironment

r&fher than placing responsibility upon a person,.be it the-teacher herself,
the child or the pavent. Teacheré' tendency to rate teaching és less importaint

thdn do parents of low achievement children may be ancther indicdtion of this

. ego-protective trend,

It must be rememberel that teachers rated children in all per formance

conditions while parents rated only one child in one performance category.

Thé clear-cut differences among teacher ratings for the different achievement

levels may be_a function of the_large ﬁumber of children that they rate across
achievement leveis{ i.e., if each teachér.rated only one child in one achievement
level, teachér.ratings in differeut achievement levels might not differ
significanzly., Only further research tﬁat mbre‘édequately compares pa;ents‘
and.teachers'_attfibutions will ;ell if these conclusions are generaliy;uphelgv
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Beckman :
" Teachers' and Parents' Attributions of Causality for Childrens' Performance

TABLE 1

Mean Ratings of Importance of Factors Influencing
Child's Performance (Structured Questions)

‘ Parents' Ratings Teachers' Ratings
performance Level Performance Level
Low Mod. . High Low Mod, High
_ Child's Ability 2730 3,31 3,27 2.94 3,05 3.60
Child's Notivation 3,09 3,31 3.55 13,06 3.05  3.50
Teaching o | 3.27i 344 3,26 173 2.37 2;86
Mother's Influemce . 2,55 2,59 2,62 1.86 2,59 3,00
Fsther's Influence 2.40 - 2,81 2,55 1.57 2.47 2.81
Peer Tnfluence - 2.30  1.75 1.0 1hoo - 2.00° . .45
Other Reasons | . L00 1,00 1,35 2.45 0,20 0.38
- TABLE 2

_ Proportion of Parents and Teachers Giving KReasons
for Child's Performance (Open-ended Questions)

Parents | . . Teachers
i o Perfom;ance Level - Perfarma-liée.Level

; _ Low Mod, High Low Mod, High

child's Abilicy - 100 ‘_ .133 318 .500 421 145

Child's Mobivation = .500 733 b5 375 L5260 LT14

AUl Child Reasons 900 - .833 - .509 1.000 - 1.000  1.000

reacher 100,333 .318 .00 ,000  .000

parents . ” ~ .100 (133 273 : <125 ’OOO .238

“ kil D{ffiéulﬁies .400 000 | .045 | 313 L000 .00

Situatiomal Factors  .000  ,000 045 - ,188  ,158  .095




